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The governing Partido Liberal Constitucionalista (PLC) took 50% of the votes in elections for
regional councils in the Region Autonoma del Atlantico Sur and the Region Autonoma del Atlantico
Norte, held on March 1 (see NotiCen, 02/26/98). At the same time, talk of a separatist movement
threatens to diminish the PLC's victory on the Atlantic Coast, which has had some autonomy
for more than a decade. Final tallies by the Consejo Supremo Electoral (CSE) show the Frente
Sandinista de Liberacion Nacional (FSLN) won 25% of the vote, and the remainder went to smaller
national and regional parties. The results will give the PLC close to a majority of the 45 seats in
each of the two councils. Several voting places reported abstention ranging from 50% to 60%, while
overall abstention was 50% of registered voters.
Election observers from the nongovernmental Etica y Transparencia said that, in some areas,
voter turnout was low because voters were away from home or had gone fishing. While generally
peaceful, the elections were marred by attacks on five voting centers in the northern region by
vandals who burned voting materials and carried off equipment belonging to the CSE. Chief of
Seguridad Publica Nacional Christian Munguia said the vandals belonged to an armed gang, but
he assigned no political motives to the attacks. Both regions are mired in poverty and have been
uninspired by past governmental promises to reduce unemployment and improve fundamental
services such as sanitation and potable water.
Nevertheless, President Arnoldo Aleman promised that the first order of business in the new
councils would be to fix the territorial boundaries of the two regions and to regularize land titles. He
also promised to work out of an Atlantic Coast presidential office for a period of time every three
months. His party has been unenthusiastic about the autonomy of the coastal regions and, visiting
there during the campaign, Aleman ordered a regional flag hauled down. Still, he said he supports
autonomy and will promote investment in local agriculture.

Sandinista defeat considered an important setback
The decisive win by the PLC was a significant setback for the Sandinistas, who had hoped to reverse
their eight-year string of electoral losses. FSLN secretary general Daniel Ortega said in February that
the elections were a critical test for his party. But even personal appearances by Ortega aroused little
enthusiasm for the Sandinistas. Campaigning in Puerto Cabezas in the northern region, Ortega was
greeted with shouts of "Out with the Spanish," a term for those considered outsiders. Gamil Diaz,
vice president of the Miskito Consejo de Ancianos, told Ortega, "At the hour of the vote, a lot of you
come, wanting to win. But at the hour you take power, the people are forgotten." Both the PLC and
the FSLN had made the election a test of strength, despite the geographical and political remoteness
of the Atlantic regions.
Many political analysts were quick to say the results indicated a trend favoring the PLC in the
2001 presidential elections. Government warns against separatist movement In late February,
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the Consejo de Ancianos from the two regions set up an "executive government," a step toward
establishing a separate state made up of the two autonomous regions. During the ninth Asamblea
General de Pueblos Indigenas y Comunidades Etnicas de la Costa Atlantica, the consejo announced
that the executive government would write a constitution for an independent state in July. Attorney
General Julio Centeno Gomez warned that separatist acts are treasonable offenses punishable
by law. "Nicaragua cannot be split up," he said. "That would attack the sovereignty and selfdetermination of the nation." He also suggested that foreigners "manipulating the indigenous
communities" might have influenced the movement, but he did not say who the foreigners might
be. Minister of the Presidency Eduardo Montealegre said the government has always worked
with the local authorities of the Atlantic Coast. "I do not see why they want to establish another
government when they already have the regional governments," he said. [Sources: Notimex,
02/25/98; Inter Press Service, 02/26/98; La Prensa (Nicaragua), 03/02/98, 03/09/98; Reuter, 03/04/98,
03/10/98]
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